Abstract
Intra-familial physical violence among Mexican and Egyptian youth

INTRODUCTION
Physical violence between family members is a significant public health problem. Even physical punishment of children which is considered "mild" or "acceptable", such as "hitting" or "smacking," appears to have long-term negative effects on psychological and even physical health. 8, 9 Health sequelae associated with a history of physical abuse range from depression and substance abuse to chronic fatigue, sexually transmitted infections, and gastrointestinal disorders. 4, 15, 16 In this way, children and young people who witness violence perpetrated by one parent, as well as those who are victims of intra-familial violence, are at increased risk of perpetrating violence. 5 The range of effects caused by intra-familial physical violence indicate the public health significance of this issue.
Intra-family physical violence is commonly defined as hitting, slapping, smacking, kicking, burns, shaking and other types of physical contact causing physical harm, which occur between family members. 17 Most studies on violence have focused on "high-risk" adolescents (e.g., gang-members, drug users, runaways, homeless youth) or on communities characterized by high levels of violence and other problems, such as drug use. 1, 22 However, in order to determine the broader public health ramifications of experiencing physical violence, there is a great need to assess the general population prevalence of, and risk factors for, this problem. Increasingly, this has been done in the United States 3,7 yet relatively few studies have been carried out in developing countries. 10, 22, 23 Such studies are needed in order to determine the needs, strategies, and target populations for public health policies and interventions to address this issue.
In this study, inter-familial violence among Mexican and Egyptian youth was examined in order to determine the consistency of and risk factors for this phenomenon across two diverse and understudied socio-cultural settings. This was done by examining the prevalence of intra-familial physical abuse in representative samples of youth who attend public schools. Also, socio-demographic factors were explored as associated with this type of victimization, as well as the relationship between experiencing and perpetrating violence.
METHODS
This study was part of two larger research projects on adolescent health which were carried out in Mexico and Egypt. In both countries, questionnaires were pilot-tested and informed consents were obtained from both parents and adolescents. Student anonymity was assured by not identifying the questionnaire respondents and by allowing only study personnel to handle questionnaires. The analytic sample for Mexico was drawn from baseline data collection for a longitudinal study of health among Mexican youth attending public schools in the central Mexican state of Morelos during the 1998-1999 academic year. 13 The sampling method employed a random, multi-stage cluster design, with selection proportional to the number of schools in each of three stratum (i.e., junior high school, high school, university). Response rate was 98.6%, comprising 13,293 Mexican youth, aged 10 to 24, who completed self-administered questionnaires on a variety of health issues, including intra-familial violence. The Egyptian sample was drawn from a nationally representative, multistage cluster sample of youth attending public schools during 1997. 11 Study personnel administered questionnaires on health issues in Egyptian youths' homes, resulting in a sample of 9,128 adolescents aged 10-19 years. In order to assure comparability across these two samples, analytic subsamples for the current study were selected from adolescents aged 10 to 19 years who attended public school, and were not married at the time of data collection. Appli-cation of these selection criteria resulted in subsamples of 12,862 Mexican and 5,662 Egyptian youth.
In both Mexico and Egypt, questions assessing experience of intra-familial violence asked whether a family member had ever hit the respondent. Respondents were also asked if they had ever hit someone else, without limiting the target of this act to family members.
Potential socio-demographic correlates of intra-familial violence were also measured, including gender, age, and grade. Urban or rural residence was derived using census data in both countries. Moreover, an index was constructed to reflect high, middle, and low socio-economic level, using information on housing characteristics, ownership of durable consumer goods, and either family income (Mexico) or occupation of head of the household (Egypt). Adolescents (in Mexico) or a responsible adult (in Egypt) answered questions about parental level of education and parental marital status. 11, 13 All statistical analysis were carried out using Stata (version 7.0) and adjusted for sample weights and design effects in order to generate population-level statistics. First, univariate analyses were used to determine the distribution and prevalence of the variables of interest. Then bivariate analyses were performed using logistic regression to obtain crude odds ratios (OR) and 95% confidence intervals (95% CI). Finally, multiple logistic regression was used to control for multiple confounding variables and generate adjusted OR and 95% CI.
The Research Ethics Committee of the National Institute of Public Health approved the study in Mexico, and the Institutional Review Board of the American University in Cairo approved the Egyptian study.
RESULTS
The mean ages of the study populations were comparable across the Mexican and Egyptian samples (mean =13.7 years and 13.2 years, respectively). There were more females in the Mexican (56%) than in the Egyptian sample (48%). Most of the Mexican students were in junior high school (84%) while in Egypt the Intra-familial violence in Mexico and Egypt Rivera-Rivera L et al population was more evenly distributed across grades, with 29% in elementary school, 30% in junior high, and 41% in high school. Most Mexican and Egyptian students lived in urban areas (59% and 60%, respectively) and were from the middle socio-economic level group (53% and 36%, respectively). In both countries, 90% of the students' parents were married.
The prevalence of intra-familial violence in the study samples was slightly lower in Mexico (14%) than in Egypt (17%). Age was significantly associated with having experienced intra-familial violence; however, the relationship was positive for Mexicans (p<0.001) and inverse for Egyptians (p<0.001) (Table 1). Similarly, gender was a statistically significant correlate of victimization, but with a higher prevalence among males than females in Mexico (p<0.001) and a slightly higher prevalence among females than males in Egypt (p=0.01). In both populations, youth who lived in urban areas were more likely to be victimized by a family member than those who lived in rural areas. Socio-economic level was associated with intra-familial violence in Mexico only, and this association was negative (p<0.001). Mexican and Egyptian youth who were victims of intra-family violence were also more likely than nonvictims to self-report violence perpetration (p<0.001 in both countries).
In multivariate models, significant bivariate correlations generally remained statistically significant. Table 2 shows the results for the model using the Mexican data. Older age, male gender and urban residence were independent correlates of experiencing intra-familial violence among Mexican youth. However, the increased risk associated with low socioeconomic level became non-significant when controlling for these other risk factors.
Results from the model using the Egyptian data are shown in Table 3 . In this model, younger age, female gender and having non-married parents were independent correlates of victimization by a family member. Finally, the association between experiencing and perpetrating physical violence was strong in both Mexico (OR=13.13, 95% CI: 11.58-14.88) and Egypt (OR=6.58, 95% CI: 5.53-7.80), even after controlling for other variables.
DISCUSSION
The prevalence of experiencing intra-familial violence among Mexican (14%) and Egyptian (17%) youth who attend public school was relatively low compared to other estimates found for Latin American and Arab youth. For instance, a study in Alexandria, Egypt, found that 37.5% of elementary and junior high school students had been beaten by their parents. 24 Another study among Arab adolescents living in Israel found that 26% reported being slapped, pushed, or kicked by a parent in the previous 12 months. 10 A higher prevalence of being hit by parents has also been reported in Santiago, Chile, with higher rates found among youth who attend private (69%) than public schools (46%). 14 Hence, attending public schools, as all the children in the present sample did, may be protective against victimization. No such studies have been conducted previously in Mexico. However, a nationally representative study on partner violence found that 42% of all Mexican women reported having been beaten by their parents during childhood.* The much lower prevalence found in the present study may be due to a cohort effect characterized by lower levels of physical punishment in more recent generations, or, perhaps, to the study's inability to assess the prevalence of victimization among youth dropouts from school and who may be at much higher risk than those who attend school.
The present study also suggested that having experienced intra-familial violence was more than twice as likely among male Mexican youth than among female youth (OR=2.36, 95% CI: 2.08-2.68), while Egyptian females were at slightly greater risk than their male counterparts (OR=1.25, 95% CI: 1.07-1.47). Other studies in these countries have not reported results on such gender differences. However, studies in the US have found higher prevalence of victimization, repeat victimization, and violence perpetration among male youth than among female youth. 6, 20 Gender differences found in the prevalence of victimization and violence perpetration may be related to divergent gender norms where these events take place. For instance, the aforementioned study among Arab youth in Israel found that physical abuse of children by fathers was more likely among male youth, and abuse by mothers was more likely among female youth. 13 This characteristic of intra-familial violence, as well as others, should be further explored, for example, through studies that combine qualitative and quantitative methods and that include populations from different cultures.
Finally, in both samples, the study found strong associations between having been hit by a family member and having hit another person. Studies in the US and other developed nations have found similar results. 2, 19, 21 Research based on social learning theory explains this association as a process of observing violent behavior and then replicating the behavior observed.
2 There appears to be long-term, inter-generational implications of this learned behavior. In the US, experiencing corporal punishment as a child has been associated with physical punishment and abuse of one's own children, 9 an association that appears stronger than other risk factors, such as socioeconomic level, gender, alcohol abuse, and witnessing domestic violence as a child. Experience of corporal punishment while young also appears to increase the likelihood of spousal abuse. 2 The main limitation of the present study concerns its cross-sectional nature and the resulting inability to determine causality. Another limitation concerns the study measure of experiencing intra-familial violence. Since this measure did not specify the violence perpetrator, the results classified youth as victimized, even though they may have experienced only non-parental physical victimization. Nevertheless, this broad classification may reflect important correlates of violence inflicted by siblings and non-parental kin. These relationships may be more important in societies such as Mexico and Egypt where extended kin relations are more important than in developed nations where nuclear families are predominant. This study measure also did not take into account more intense experiences of violence. However, since studies have shown that even "hitting" or "smacking" children can have negative consequences, 8, 9 examination of this type of intra-familial violence is merited.
In addition, the cross-sectional nature of the study did not allow for measuring repeat victimization. Future studies should clarify the source of physical abuse, its intensity, and its frequency. Another limitation of this comparison is the present study's inability to control for the influence of religion, given that in the Egyptian sample the majority of the respondents were Muslims while in the Mexican sample most of the study participants were Catholics. Finally, the analytic samples used were somewhat different, since the Egyptian sample comprised nationally representative data while the Mexican sample was representative only of one centrally located state. However, these samples were comparable in their inclusion of same age public school students, as well as their use of similar survey instruments.
The obtained results suggest that youth in developing nations, such as Mexico and Egypt, may share with youth populations from more developed nations a general pattern of association between experiencing intra-familial violence and violence perpetration. Future research should attempt to explain the variation in prevalences of intra-family violence among young men versus young women. Given the multiple negative psychological, behavioral and physical health outcomes linked to the experience of violence during childhood, prevention of interpersonal violence should be a public health priority. 12 To design effective interventions, future studies should focus on the dynamics of intra-family violence, as well as social, cultural, and psychological risk factors that should be considered in developing and evaluating such interventions. 6, 18 
